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AMERICAN CULTURAL VALUES AND COMMUNICATIVE BEgAVIOES

K.S. Sitaram-

Introduction

Studies have indicated that cultural values of a 'Person'

_ influence his.perception of himself and his. interaction with

others._ A whole pew branch of the overall area of Speech-

Communication, generaily,known ac Intercultural Communicdtmon,

it -being established in several universities in he United

States and other" countries to study cultural interactions.

Investigations of cultural values and their impact on human

relations are probably the most important part of the inter-,

cultural studies.

Some anthropologists and psychologists have tried to

aefine and list cultural valuds. However, few communication

_specialists have satisfactorily explained the role of cultural

values in humait interaction. The ptirpose of thit' paper is to

define the concpt of value and list some values as shown by

a study done recently in the United States.

Whatis a Cultural Value?

Traditional institutions such = -as family, church, and

schocil in each culture develdped a hazy network'of concepts

which form the fouildi-Uonfar the value system in that cul-ture.

(See figure. 1) sa

ttj
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/
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-* vigure 1.

A =-Concepts; B = Values; C = Beliefs; D = rxpectations

121

air

Each system is made up of a tightly knit network of Values,

Beliefs, Expectations and Customs. All these are interdependent.

A value systemvis like a whler with many spokes, each spoke

is needed to Hold the-wheel and keep- it running. Value

system of a people holds` that people together since-each'
.

.

9 . * r
person knows what to expect in his/her culture..

.

The hazy network of concepts as shown-in the figure gives

rise to clearly definable set of beliefs. These beliefsform

the basis for the other beliefs which may come, up_later-.. -
The basic .beliefs may be called Values. ilton Rokeach says

that values are'centrat.-to the belief system of a people.'
-/ .

,
Shibutani says that values are preferences of an igdividual.

2

Piaget, although does not mention the word "Value," says that

4
basic concepts that a child forms in the process of his/her.

I.

it



+.0

intellectual develorment are signifiers.3

Signifiers ineSignificates. Piagetss 'Concepts of signi-
.

fiers and significates af4 helpful in explaining the nature

of values and beLiefs fcr the purpose of our discussion. The

basic beliefs which,arise from the netcrk uf hazy concepts

signify basic values of -a ;people. The' basic values are signi-

flekt. We say values are signifiers since they are, in a way,

symbols of the actions of a people. They signify the actions

that a member of a culture might take. They also signify, what
. .

a person from a particular culture might say_in answer to a

question. They signify how that person might interpret the
0 .

answer. Therefore, we may say, signifiers are basic td the

actions of a people.
0

Signifiers or values give rise -to beliefs. -We may call
4

the beliefs significates. In a way, significates aresymbols

of symbols. A belief symbolizes a value. (See figure 2)

C, e ,

B

I

Figure 2.

B =.Values; C = Beliefs

A
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Value defined: A value is the cultural inheritan6e of'
.

. . .

a people. It has been transmitted from generation to generation
....7.;

of a people for many centuries. It has guided the actions of

that peorde. Thus we may' define a,value a. the guiding light

'for, a person. which directs hi-d,actiims. 4

beligf may become a value only when the great majority

of a people have.cherished that belief for several centuries.-

When we say a great majority we mean more than seventy percent,

ti4o thirds of that people. iiath such a

a concept that belief becomes a primary

majority believing in
./

value. With less than
40

4

seventy percent, but morethan,fifty percent,, or about a half,

of the people believing ,in.it a concept becomes a secondary

value.

A layman-in any culture does not know what his-curtural

,values are. Nobody teaches him the values. However, he knows
V'

what he and his people believe in and stand up for. He knows
.

what he and 6thers can expect in that culture.' We can under-

stand the valued (signifiers) on the basis of the myriads of

pe iefs_and expectations (significates).

Surprisingly, in each culture there are just a few

' primary values. A study-conducted recently in the United

States has shown that:taere are few primary values cheriihgd

by the peoples of this country: However,..all the peoples of

the United States rio not cherish the same values. Different

peoples believe in different-values. All believe in two or

three values which are probably responsible for holding all

Americans tightly togethei. These are unique for all American
. .

,

.
.

-
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c-1tures irrespective of their shin color .and ethnic origin.
,

;. -. .0 .

The Stud',

The United SI-..6tes is a multicultural, and Mu3rtirae-ial

Americans are made up of. peoples from Africa, Asia,cqtntry,

Euiope and:South Ilmerica. 'Therefore, any "statement on

caituial values of Aiericans,4should be based on studies of

the values of the peoples who originated from the f- our

continents and have been living in the gnited States for

considerable length of time..

Hawaii proyides a repeSentative sample for Asian Arieri-

cans while the'Chicago area in Illinois provides a good sample

of the. other Americans.
; *:

The Sample. One hundied respondents of both sexes acid

e-

,all age groups in. Honolulu city and four hundred respondents"

from Chicagb metropolitan awl suburban' areas were randomly

selected for the stud;,. The Hawaii sample included Caucasians,

Japanese and others living in Honolulu. The Illinois included
-

Blacks, Caucasians, and others living-in the. suburbs s well

as the city of Chicago. Since our samples di&not include

large numbers of the groups other than Caucasians, Blacks,

and Japanese, our discussions are limited to the "primary and_

secondary valuestof Blacks, Caucagians, and Japanese only.

However, ouc figures;.for the overall averages are for all-the

respondents including those we have not mentioned here.

The List_of_Malues. '_ Based_ on the existing studies such
- I

as those by Rokeach and Shibutani and other sources of information

6
4 . ,,. ' 4

. .1
4
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such as novels and

values (signifiers)

which symb6lize the

newspaper repcits, a.,kist of American

'125

was develspea.- Another list of concepts'

values'otherwise identified as beliefs i

(significates) was then prepared. Questicnswere asked" to" .

find cut if the sample cf Americans-bielieved in those concepts.

For example, in order to find out if

the traditional ideal of patriotism,

the Arericans believed in

the cuestion asied'iaas:
a

do you'strongly agree /agree /disagree that no matter what
your country does, you would support the actions of your
country at home and abroad?

In this paper we shall discuss a few of the values studied.

They are: Individuality, Money, Ugressiiieness, Patriotism,

Authoritarianism, .aviorism,"Frankness, Motherhood, Mascullnity,-

Femininity, Environmental Protection, and Human Dignity.

Individuality. - This primaryuvalue manifests itself in

severe rorms. A person who values individuality stands up

fov what he believes :in. He is -an iridependent thinker; He

demands his individual rights. -This is'a primary value in

all American cultures. This is certainly a Western value.

However, the Asians, Africans and other ndn-Westerneri who

immigrated to America have adopted this More than 80
" u

percent of all those responded said they believe'in Individuality.

Q Individual scores are as follows:

Hawaii (N=100)

W

-C-

85C

83%

76'%

se,

4

Illinois (NA400)

85%

W --83%-

8-5% 14--

B -84%

s.
cc.

44 = Men; W = Women; C = Caucasians; J= Japanese; B. = Blacks.
rl
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-Money. America is a country whose economy is based on

free - enterprise.- Money is the.basis of all free enterprises.
. 2

It is` often said-that "Almilhty dollar is the ruler of Amerlea."
./1

.

Foreign sociologists have, been critical of the American "dollar,

diplomacy." However, contrary to ali beliefs, this study has
ti

shown that Money is not even a seconddery value. An average of.,

. less-than 50 percent of all respondents said that money is pot

the most.iimportant thing in life.

p*
Hawaii Illinois

N 50%

51% -

C 31%

M 50%

46%

C 44%

385 44%

,-
AVgressiveness., It ,is generally believed that aggressiye- '

ness is a Western value and that all Americansarie primarily .

aggressive. This study has shown that it is a primary valge

on the United States mainland and 'a sAondary value in Hawaii.

Interestingly, for thellawaiian women it is-a primary value

more than for the-4;n. Even on the mainland, the average;
.4

score for-women is more than for the Caucasiani in general.

The highest score of, all the respondents was for Blacks.

*Illinois-
.

73%

Hawaii'

-N 58%

W. 72%

C 56%

65%

r.
0

4,
W 71%

69%

B - 79%
4

0
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Patriotism. raditionally, patriotism pf a Berson is..

determined by his loyalty to the- actions of his country' at

home and abroad. In America a common saying is "right or

wrong, my country." This study has shown that this type of

oId fashioned'batriotim is not even a primary, value, ofr all

Americans. The lowest score was received by the Caucasians

of Hawaii. Although the majority did ncit'receive
,
even 50'

percent score, the average score of the Hawaiian respondents .

was higher than that of-,the mainlanders. HaWaiian average

was 4.3 percent while the mainland average was 31 percent.

.

Hawaii- Illinois

iii 38% 14 32%

W 46% W_ 28%.

C 18% C 34%

J 30% B 19%

-
1,- - A - .

AualcsjitarianisR. .This, value' is def4.nvct -as the belief
ei.

that authority of someone
-

is always preferable to one'S own
.

. ,
-

opinion and accepting the authority Csf someone else 'makes

one's own life happy and secure. This type of autho ritarianism

is not a primary value for ill 'Americans. It is a secondary

-value. Hawaiians scored an average of 51 percent as compared

with the mainlanders who scored an average of 55 percent.

Hawaii Illinois

M , 41% 59%

W 58% W 47%

C '50% ,C - 56%

J 501 51%
1.
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Saviorism. This value is based on the belief that one
, .

.
t

should save the 'world and its beople: This isprobably. - .

.

related-Ao-the missionary zeal of many Christians as well as

the enthusiasm of many Americans who be lieve that world should
.

2 6

be saved. for democracy However, this study has, shown that

savibrism is not even a secondary value.

Hawaii Illinois
5i% NS 32 %y

W 40% , W - 25%

... 25% .. Cg 25%
.- _..-...-

44%, k B 25%

Frankness. It is not easy to be frank and outspoken.

Would Americans say how they feel about a thing, even if let

hurts the other person? This study has shown that majority

of the respondents would not like to be frank. It is a

secondary value fpr the mainlanders while'it'is not even-
_ vx ,

.

secondary to-the-Hawaiian respondents :. The average score

A

_ . .. r;
.' '

CI

.r.

formainlanders
,

was%7 percent while, it_ 'was only 47:percent.
1 . . ... ;: ' '

for the Hawaiians.

Hawaii

, .

Illinois

M 44% M .61%

49% 4§%

C 37% C 48
. ,

.3' 50% . B
r ,0

60%. 0

Motherhood. Would the American respect his/her mother.

no-matter what she does? Generally, it is 'a primary value
.

10
4

4
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fok Ala AmeLcans.' The- ,Hawaiian- average score of 79 percent
% ,

included/that of 80 percent for women as compared with the

mainland average scor& cifi70 which included only. 66 percent:

for tie -women there.: ,-.:

.

-

,.._
-...3. r Hawaii Illinois.

e ( ..,--,
` M .731'. - M 71%

.

...

.

W 80%, , W 66%.

C.
,

56% ` -1:.''
C 66-%-------

. ... v _

. j 60%. .....s,

' "-II: 73%

4'

- v ,. ;
. Masculinity. Should'a man look, dress and act like a o

. ..,

man? It is only a secondary, vatfielfOr the-Hawaiian respondentp
V....3+.

..* ,
While it is.a primary value for the rhemainlandes'in general f

2 '
this average'is made possible by.the high score received by--

the Blickts. 'The mainland Blacks deceived 86 percent., The .

..

lowest score wasreceived by theHawaiian,CaucaSians: 43 percent.
.

. . .

4' Hawaii Illinois.
,

,-.
. , .

. - !

.M.' 69%*
.

M 78W ..

63%
4

:
1

2 W
(44

71%
4.

... V . 43t .-d '- 69% ,

, 1' f
--N- et , - ...

C-1j 69% S 86%
.

..

,
Femininity. Would they believe that a woman should look,

r
dress and aqt like a woman? Againthe mainland average was'

higher than the Hawaiian. average. lkhile mainlanders scored

an average of,,78 percent, Hawaiians scored the average,of

66 percent thus making jt a secondary value for thesilawgiiafii.

Lowest score was by Hawaiian Caucasians: 43 perCent. The

i
.4

V



'highest was
.

Hawaii

1

D / .
F

by the mainland Blacks: 88 percent.
.

N 7a%

W 61%

A3%

69%

Illinois

M.
. -

W

C ,

B

82%

71%

71%

88%

130 4

-. ' Environmental Protection." Would all Americans believe
.-

...... 9.
In protectirig their.environment?

\

Would they refrain from '
, -

n choRping off a tree e on their own land even tb build a home
4. N a

... - .$ \
there? Majority

'of the respondents in both states say they
i

A t would'nOCt. An' average

66 percent mainlanders

mental protection.

of 58 percent Hawaiian respondents and
0

do,not believe'in this type of env'ron,

The lowest score in Hawaii for this type

of pTtectionwasreceived by Japanese

by Blacks. However, the highest score

CaUcasidn.

Hawaii

M. 42%

42%

C cis 60%-

I) 33%_

Human Dignity:

4.

Illinois

and on the mainland

was received by Hawaiian

M 35%

'W 32

4

C 33%

B , s' 30%

4

41.

/'
Are all menvegualcno matter where they

o

live and what their skin

O. 'men be recognized?

.S

color is? Should .the dignity of all

Majority of ailsres'pondentsagree.'

.10 was receivedby the Hawaiian CauCidiAnsi

12 .

Ttie highest score.

100 per,cent,

.c

it

4

9.

0

$ .



Conclusion

131

This is probably the first study designed to list American

values-and their influence on intercultural communication in .

America. Certainly this is not conclusive. Many more studies

should be done other parts of the" country to make definite

conclusions. Our decision to use-the two thirds majority to

determine whether or-not a value is primary is arbitrary.

However, it is not without a precedent. In all democratic

processes the two-thirds majority is decisive. Not a siMple

majority but two-thirds majority of the US Congressmen is

remlired to override the veto of the President. Our purpose

is to explain the."what" of a value, rather than the "why"

Of it. 'In fact, it is not too easy to explain why .a belief

becomes so 'deep rooted in a* culture as to become a value and

affect the communicative hehaviors of the entire people of

thdt culture. However, it. would not be "too difficult to

explain the ;'what" of a value and how it affects intercultural

comntn ication.

As we emphasized, we e asked questions on just
hili kd ti jne

belief
(significate) of a value (Signifier). There should

*
t

,

be many more significates to determine whether or not a

concept is really a value. ,For example, just because the
. . -, -b ssF.

Majority of Afadkicans say ,that they do not blindly' Support

the actions of their country at hoMe and abroad, we cannot

say that Americans do not love their country.. On the contrary,

it ci2arly shows that they do not blindly believe everything

their government does'is right. It supports our finding that j
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Individuality is a prirary value and that ez-ch American thinks
.

indecendently: Individuality has a great influence on inter-
.

actions between an American and persons from other cultures.

A 1*
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